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Late Pleistocene Material from the
Des Moines Area
By

HARRIS

p ALM E R

The finds described in this prelimina ry report represent skeletal
material brought to the surface during dredging operations carried
on at the West Des Moines plant of the Concrete Materials Company.1 The gravel pit is located in the SE Y4 of Sec. 15, T. 78 N.,
R. 25 W . on the floodplain of the Raccoon River, about five air
m iles above its confluence with the D es M oines. The valley wall
on the north side of the Raccoon in this locality m a rks the maximum
advance of Ca ry ice. The area south of the river is underlain by
Kansan drift.
The n a ture of the dredging opera tion, which extends to a depth
of thirty-five feet, leaves much to be desired from the stratigraphic
point of view. M ost of the smaller teeth a nd bones, up to about
ten inches in length, pass through the rotor of the pump and travel
a lmost a quarter of a mile through a sixteen-inch discharge pipe
where th ey are then dumped onto a screen. Naturally, this trea tm ent is rather dam aging to the more fragile specimens. The larger
pieces, such as h orns and skulls, are brought to the surface by an
endless cutting chain which op era tes ah ead of th e pump.
Although stratigraphic data are lacking, certain of the forms can
be dated on the basis of m orphology. This is a ra ther difficult tech-

' These finds have been made available for study through courtesy of
Messrs. Swanson and Barnett of the Concrete Materials Co.
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nique, however, in the case of such forms as the deer famil y (Cervidae) which seem to have undergone littl e cha nge since late pleistocene times. Pla te I, for example, shows a lower right mandible
that cannot be distinguished in size or form from tha t of a modern
deer. Pla te III illustra tes a modera tely sized elk a ntler tha t falls
in the same category. Both of these could be eith er la te Pleistocene
or R ecent in age.
On the other h and, a specimen such as tha t represented on Plate
II is undo ub tedl y la te Pleistocene in age. This view shows a lower
right incisor of the gia nt beaver Castoroides. The specimen is a bout
six a nd one-half inches in length and almost an inch in cross section.
An estima ted two in ches has been broken off th e proximal end,
p resuma bl y during d redging opera tions. H ay 2 in 1912 described
two simil a r teeth as having been fo und in Iowa a nd a nother nearby
in South Da kota. H e states with som e certain ty tha t two of these
came from Aftonia n gravels, the thi rd was dredged from Nishnabotna River in Pottawa
mie ty.
tta
Coun
Collections have been made
elsewhere of similar teeth in and on Wisconsin d rift. An especially
complete skeleton from R ichmond, India na indicates an a nima l
tha t measured eight to nine feet in length.
At least twen ty m olar teeth of E leph as have been recovered from
this pit. Pla te III shows some twelve of th e poorer sp ecimens in
various stages of p reservation a nd wear. M a ny have been abraded
by stream action . About ten of the better sp ecimens were not

' Hay, 0 . P., Iowa Geological Survey, Vol. XXIII, 1912, pp. 466-467 ;
Plate LXXII.
https://scholarworks.uni.edu/pias/vol60/iss1/51
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available for photogra phing. No study has been m a de to d etermine specific identity. At least four m astodon mol a rs, some massive bone, and tusk fragments have a lso been recovered.
The remaining m a teria l from this pit, with the possible exception of some teeth and miscellaneous bones, is ascribed to th e genus
Bison. It consists of four partial skulls, several horn cores, some
molar teeth, a vertebrum and a femur. These skulls and teeth are
presently under study and will be the subj ect of a separate report.
Plate IV shows three of these skulls compared with that of a recent
bison. The width of the recent skull at the notches between the eye
orbits and horncores is a lmost the sam e as in the fossil forms. The
chief difference lies in the length of the horncores a nd their index of
curvature. This in turn indicates probable affiliation of the fossil
forms with Bison occidentalis, an extinct species of widespread distribution.
In comparing the rear views of the skulls on Plate IV, it is interesting to note the wide variation in profiles. First impressions led
to the belief tha t skull No. 1 might be a separate species. A review
of the literature, however, revealed enormous variations in skulls
classed as occidentalis, with indices of curvature ranging from 125
to about 160. Inasmuch as sku ll No. 1 has an index of 120, its
affiliation with this species rema ins somewhat questionable.
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Pla te 1.

Ri ght mandibl e of deer, Odocoileus sp. ind.

Plate II. Lower left incisor of giant beaver, Casto roides ohioensis.
Plate III. Antler of elk, Cervus canadensis?
Biso n skull No. 2, B. occidentalis.
Molars a nd bone fragments of
Elephas a nd Mammut, sp. ind .
Plate IV. Bison bison, F airfield Public Museum
No. 1. Bison occidentalis?
No. 2. B. occidentalis.
No. 3. B. occidentalis.
( Photographs by Boyd H enry)
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